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 Some of you may remember the movie City Slickers, starring Billy Crystal and 
Jack Palance.  It’s a great story about a man named Mitch, who’s struggling with the 
meaning of life as he reaches his 40th birthday.  He’s depressed and wonders if there’s 
anything that will help him find true happiness and joy.  With some trepidation, he 
reluctantly consents to travel west with his two best friends to a Dude Ranch to work a 
cattle drive in celebration of his birthday.  There they meet an ominous and imposing 
figure in Jack Palance’s character Curly.  But out on the range, Curly and Mitch have this 
deep conversation.  With a cigarette dangling from his mouth Curly says, “You know 
what the secret of life is?  This (finger).  One thing.  Just one thing.  You stick to that and 
everything else don’t mean…explicative.”  “That’s great,” Mitch says, “but what’s the one 
thing?”  And Curly replies, “That’s what you’ve got to figure out.”    
 
 Yes…we’ve all got to figure out that secret…that one thing that gives our life 
meaning and purpose.  That’s our work to do.  But guess what?  This morning, I’m 
actually going to give you FIVE keys to happiness…and here’s my promise:  if you’ll put 
these five keys into practice…they will lead you to discover your one thing!  This is a 
morning where it would be wise to take notes…so get your pen out and use that space 
in your bulletin right under the scripture lesson. 
 
 But before we do that…let’s pray together.  (prayer) 
 
 How do we find happiness?  The world tells us that happiness comes by having 
more.  More money…more possessions…more power.  We think: 
 If I just had $10,000 more…I’d be happy.  But then, as our income grows, so 
does the amount of money that we think it’ll take to make us happy.   
 Or if I just had that car…I’d be happy.   
 Of if I could just live in that neighborhood…or .if I had more intimacy…or if I had 
more chocolate…if I just had more…you fill in the blank…then I’d be happy. 
 
 But we’re learning that it really doesn’t work that way, right?  Having more may 
bring momentary happiness…sure…but it doesn’t last.  There are plenty of unhappy 
millionaires around to attest to the truth of that statement. 
 
 Solomon (or whoever wrote the book of Ecclesiastes), is looking back at his life.  
He has a lot of wealth and possessions and power.  And this is what he writes: All that 
my eyes desired I did not refuse them; I did not withhold my heart from any pleasure, for 
my heart was pleased because of all my labor, and this was my reward for all my labor.   
Then I considered all that my hands had done and the toil I had expended in doing it, 
and behold, all was vanity and a striving after wind. (Eccl. 2:10-11) 
 
 As our scripture lesson from Isaiah 55 asks us:   Why do you spend your money 
for that which is not bread…and your labor for that which does not satisfy?  In the end, 
we still find ourselves yearning, we still find ourselves lacking the happiness we were 
searching for. 
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 So…what will lead us to happiness?  What will lead us to the one thing that holds 
life’s secret for your life and mine?  I’m going to share five keys that Adam Hamilton has 
lifted up…and we need all five of them to not only experience joy and happiness in our 
lives…but also to lead us to that one thing…the secret to life abundant. 
 
 They’re nothing new.  You’ve heard them before.  But let me share them with you 
as a reminder of how important they are for our lives. 
 
 The first key to happiness is relationships. Life is all about relationships!  We 
need “stretcher bearers”—we need those like the guys who brought the paralyzed friend 
to Jesus for healing.  Remember the story?  They took the roof off in order to get their 
friend to Jesus.  We all need people like that in our lives when times get tough… and we 
need to be that kind of friend for others.  Are you building those kinds of relationships?  
Do you have those with whom you authentically share your life?  You know, one of the 
best places for developing those kinds of relationships is right here.  There are many 
opportunities for nurturing relationships through small faith groups and service groups. 
 
 The second key to happiness is gratitude.  There was an experiment done with 
three different groupings of people.  One group was given the task of writing down 5 
things they were grateful for each day for several weeks.  The second group was given 
the task of writing down 5 things each day they were frustrated about.  And the final 
group was given the task of just writing down things that happened.  And in each 
scenario—which was repeated dozens of times, the group that focused on gratitude was 
happier, by a considerable margin.  In fact, they even did the experiment with a group of 
folks who were suffering from chronic pain, and guess what?  The results were exactly 
the same!  Gratitude helps us feel better, sleep better, have more energy.  “Count your 
many blessings name them one by one” is a practice that makes a difference in your life 
and mine!  In I Thessalonians 5:16 Paul writes, “Rejoice always.  Pray in all 
circumstances.  For this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you.”  
 
 Third, acts of kindness lead us to happiness.  If you orient your life to practice 
acts of kindness toward others…you’ll be a happier person.  Adam Hamilton says 
according to scientific studies, 50% of your sense of well-being is genetic and 10% has 
to do with circumstances.  That leaves 40% of your well-being….which is determined by 
how YOU approach your life…by the things you do.  Again, an experiment was 
conducted giving participants the task of doing 5 kind acts every day.  And guess what 
happened?  They reported that they had a general sense of well-being and happiness in 
their lives because they were thinking of other people and helping them.  And we know 
this to be true, right?!  When we do good for others, we take eyes off of ourselves and 
we find such great satisfaction.  In fact, there are chemicals in the brain released when 
we’re involved in acts of service and kindness that bring about this state of well-being.  I 
mean…think about how you feel when you buy gifts for children in our Angel Tree 
minidstry, or when you’re serving a meal at Turkey Supper or Mary Rose Mission, or 
when you’re delivering food from Action Ministries or the Living Well Produce Distribution 
at Arcadia.  The children from Discover Zone light up when they’re giving the Seniors 
hugs during our weekly shared chapel.  Even if you’re down in the dumps, this kind of 
activity has a way of lifting you up. 
 
 So,,,what are the keys so far?  We’ve got…relationships…gratitude…and acts of 
kindness.  But there’s more.  The fourth key to happiness is generosity.  People who are 
generous are happier people.  Jesus said, “It is more blessed to give than to receive.” 
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(Acts 20:35)  And those who live their lives generously know this is true.  Winston 
Churchill said, “You make a living by what you get…but you make a life…by what you 
give.”  God told Abraham, “You are blessed…why?...to be a blessing.”  It’s not all about 
you…but your joy will come as you bless others.   
 
 Now, one of the challenges that we often face as we talk about this important key 
to happiness is this feeling of scarcity….that we don’t have enough.  And that’s the lie 
that our culture pounds into us every day, right?   And so, rather than being generous… 
we think we have to not only get more…but to clutch tightly to what we have in order to 
survive.  But this doesn’t lead to happiness.  As we’ve said before, it only leads to 
bondage.   
 
 And so, as we talk about generosity, I want to spend a few minutes sharing with 
you about the biblical principle of the tithe.  And I’m going to do that with some teaching 
from scripture…and then I’m going to get some help with a visual illustration.  So let’s 
start with scripture.  And what the scriptures teach about generosity is that God doesn’t 
expect us to give the same amount.  Instead, God expects us to give proportionally.  And 
to give proportionally means that somebody who makes $200,000 a year gives more 
than somebody who makes $20,000 a year.  That just makes sense.  And the proportion 
that God asks of us in the scriptures is the tithe.  And a tithe means what?  A tenth.  And 
it’s not the last 10th…it’s the first 10th.   
 
 God said to the children of Israel, “Everything you have comes from me.  Your 
very life comes from me.  Everything you have.  And I’ve given it to you to enjoy and to 
use and to do well with.  But the first tenth…I claim as my own. 
 
 Now—God says, you can decide whether you give it to me or not…but I’m telling 
you that the first tenth—that belongs to me.  “A tithe of everything from the land, whether 
grain from the soil or fruit from the trees, belong to the Lord….it is holy to the Lord.”  
(Lev. 27:30)  The first tenth belongs to God. 
 
 Now, this is a challenge concept.  The giving of the first tenth…that’s huge!  It 
seems impossible, actually, for many people.  And I totally get that.   
 
 There’s a story about Peter Marshall, the chaplain to the US Senate in the 1940’s 
about a man who came to him and said, “You know, Pastor Marshall, I want to tithe and I 
used to tithe when I made $20,000 a year.  I gave $2,000 a year.  But it’s harder now to 
write a check for $20,000 to go to God and God’s work.  I just can’t tithe anymore.  I’m 
finding it too hard.  Can you help me?  Could you give me some advice?” 
 
 How about if I pray with you? Marshall asked.  “Maybe we could pray through this 
together.”  And the man said, “Oh, Pastor, I would be so grateful if you’d pray with me 
about this.” 
 
 So Peter Marshall took the man’s hands in his and said, “Lord, you know the  
struggle this brother is having and how hard this is for him to consider giving away the 
first tenth of what he has now…and so I pray Lord that you would help him with this.  
Would you please just reduce his salary back to the level in which he could comfortably 
be able to tithe?” 
 
 I’m not sure the man was happy with that prayer.  ;-) 
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 But this IS hard for us, right?  And the more money we make, it actually feels like 
it’s harder than when we made less.  And if we’re honest we have to admit that, 
sometimes it’s not our first impulse to think about what we’ve going to give.  And this is 
where we get into trouble.  We get a pay increase and the first thing we start thinking 
about is “How am I going to spend this money?”  We don’t think about how we can be 
more generous.  We think about what that money can buy.  It’s the first impulse.   
 
 And so, we talk about tithing…and challenge you to grow toward that biblical 
principle.  And yet, it’s been hard for many of us…even to imagine that. 
 
 So…to help us think about it in a little different way, I’d like to invite my wonderful 
mother-in-love Myrna to come up and demonstrate something that will hopefully help us 
as we consider our own generosity as a vital key to happiness. 
 
 Myrna comes forward for demonstration. 
 
 Now I know that we are all at different places today in our giving.  And the first 
thing I want to say before I say another word is this:  Thank you!  Because when it 
comes to giving…it’s not under compulsion.  We don’t bill you.  I don’t get a commission 
on what shows up in the offering plate.  It’s all free will.  And I need you to know…it’s 
because of your generosity, that lives are changed.  From little babies and children in the 
DZ, to special needs children, to those who are struggling with addiction or in recovery 
and their families, to providing care for the homeless…building up this community… 
providing space and resources for each of us to continue growing in our faith and 
becoming more like Jesus.  It’s all made possible by your giving!  Thank you for your 
generosity…at whatever level you give. 
 
 And I want to say this:  even if you’re at zero…that’s probably because you’re in 
a pretty tough place right now.  And in the midst of that, we’re so glad that you’re here.  
There may be times we give something to you…and you’re not able to give back. That’s 
okay.  We trust in God that there’ll come a time when that changes.   
 
 The second thing I want to say is to those of you who are already giving 10 
percent or more to God’s work here…and that is this:  “Well done!”  It’s a huge statement 
about your faith and what you’re doing…and I want to affirm that and say that’s 
awesome! 
 
 To those who are moving toward tithing…maybe you’re giving in the 6-9% range 
of your income…so close to tithing already.  And part of what I want to say is this…what 
will it take to make that final stretch to get to the place where you are tithing?  I hope 
you’ll consider that as you pray about your estimate of giving for this upcoming year.   
 
 To those of you who are 3-5% givers…which, by the way, is the national average 
of giving to churches…I want to say “thank you for doing that.”  And I want to encourage 
you to take a step forward towards tithing.  Perhaps stretch by giving 1% more this year 
and build on that each year until you become a tither.  I want to encourage you to set 
that as a goal for your life. 
 
 And if you’re at 1-2%, I invite you to ask yourself this:  “What would I have to do 
to grow into the grace of giving…to move towards generosity though tithing?  Because 
here’s what I know.  We talked about this last week.  When it comes to this area (raising 
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hand high)…here’s what we spend…many of us…and here’s what we make.  And the 
only way we find financial peace…is that we actually lower what we spend…so that we 
create margin between what we spend and what we make.  And the only way we could 
ever grow to tithing is to say that there are some things that we do that are less 
important than this spiritual practice.  And so for example, I may have to make the 
decision not to eat out four times a week…maybe just twice instead of four times.  And 
when I do that…I’m going to have a margin to give to the things that matter to me.  
That’s just one example.  Whatever it is, we have to create margin…because you’ll 
never get to tithing unless you stop doing some of the things you’re currently 
doing…because this matters more to you…than that. 
 
 You see…all of these keys to happiness:  relationships and gratitude…kindness 
and generosity…all of them lead to the one thing that truly gives us life with a capital 
L…abundant life…and that is our relationship with God through Jesus Christ.  This is the 
most important key to happiness…and to the secret of life!  All the others flow out of this 
one.   
 
 What does Philippians 4 say?  I have learned to be content…that means to be at 
peace…with whatever I have.  I know what it is to have little, and I know what it is to 
have plenty.  In any and all circumstances I have learned the secret of being well-fed 
and of going hungry, of having plenty and of being in need.  I can do all things through 
him who strengthens me!   
 
 Our relationship with God is the secret…the one who loves us, who strengthens 
us, who provides for all of our needs.  May our relationships with others, our gratitude, 
our kindness and generosity reflect that deep and abiding relationship with God who is 
made known to us in Jesus the Christ.  May not our words, but our actions…especially in 
our generous giving…reflect faith in Him.   
 

For this is the secret to happiness! 


